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The ‘Being Casey’
Series: Copyright 2015

 


Meet Casey. A burned-out forty-something
divorcee trying to locate her laughter, a purpose in life, and hide
the spaghetti from her mooching, adored, self-centered cat.

Casey is constantly harangued by family and
friends for buying a miniscule fixer-upper bungalow after the
near-mansion, white-picket lifestyle of her ex-husband’s
preference. Her Jeep is in constant need of repair. As is Casey’s
manicure, which she has gladly given up in order to make mail-order
herbs and homemade soaps. The best friend, Deb, has an insane
dating life that frequently bleeps in and out of Casey’s day time
life of surviving the cube farm and night time life of
homesteading.

Does any of it matter? Absolutely Not!

After fifteen years of marriage where her
over-controlling husband was frequently gone to have Peter tell her
that he doesn’t love her anymore, Casey’s main focus is to live it
up as much as possible.

 


 


The ‘Haven Point’
Series: Copyright 2013

 


Jaimie Carrigan stands on the edge of an
ice-covered Adirondack pond, listening for the awful scream that
was called into dispatch. Standing next to her is K9 Moe, a hundred
and fifty five pound Rottweiler.

He knows something is wrong.

But they are too new. Too raw. Too
body-silent, both of them, to be able to communicate the disquiet
each feels down to the bone.

On paper, Officer Carrigan looks like an
exemplary rookie. Technically, she is. She’s also the target in the
small Sub-station full of old-time officers and firemen. And has
been for the past fifteen months. As the rookie, even after all
this time, it’s her duty to cover shifts, deal with a whacked-out,
ever-changing schedule that rarely involves daylight hours, and run
long patrol routes with only Moe to keep her company in the moonlit
hours.

Living with her Aunt Jesse in Haven Point
Lodge has its advantages. A room with a bed that she has to share
with the huge canine. The most important is that, even with the
trial-and-error position that might end at any point, she can keep
Moe as hers- her partner, her K9, her companion. The second is
being able to pay off the hefty school loans.

When Aunt Jesse’s lover trips in the snow and
nearly lands on a gruesome body half-hidden in a thicket, Jaimie’s
life is forever changed. She is partnered with Homicide Detective
Drew McLaughlin- a stoic, marble-faced man that hasn’t laughed in
years. He knows nothing about dogs. Or about being a partner to
anyone.

 


 


The Sheep in Wolf’s
Clothing, Single: Working Copyright 1985

 


Set in a camp, deep in the Western
Adirondacks, Catriona juggles her life choices. She entered the
world of construction at an early age to help provide for her
family while her mother was drastically ill.

Years later, she accepted an odd position for
an eccentric Grande Dame of the old families- the head of a small
crew on Victoria D’Mais' private campgrounds. To help pay for the
land, In the summer, the camp is opened to children and families.
The remainder of the year, the private reserve is used as a test
and data collection center for several environmental impact
studies.

The crew of four have little contact with the
outside world, except for the need to hire on during the summer
months.

She had never doubted herself, not once, her
life goals firmly in place until meeting John, a socialite salesman
from New York City, on sabbatical from his company and doing PR for
his firm.

John caused her to doubt, slowly eroding at
her sense of self, left mostly undeveloped in the pursuit of taking
care of her family. At the end of a summer-long love affair, he
invites her to his big-city apartment, where his controlling,
vindictive nature shows itself. Nearly beaten to death and severely
raped, Catriona escaped back to her woods.

She struggles with day-to-day life, the guilt
and shame of her feelings for John causing confusion with three
people she thinks of as family. Struggles with her past, that if
she had taken the time to know herself better, John would not have
been able to abuse her so horribly. Struggles that “normal” will
never come to her and maybe it never would have, because she never
fit in well to begin with, with “normal” people. Struggles with
allowing anyone in getting close, ever again. Struggles with
meeting a new man, whose own hopes and dreams were shattered by
family, connects with her so well.
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PROLOGUE

Myles Gibson watched
in despair as the newscast about his daughter played on the TV set
at Yugi’s bar. Everyone was watching. Sitting far away from
him.

His family was in shambles since his sister
had tried to scare his daughter Elizabet into marrying Brad- the
man who had aided Mindy in a terrorist action. All because his
sister was broke and needed money. It was being broadcast on live
television to the entire country.

Mave, his other sister, had called him every
name in the book and then some when he had left Mindy to fend for
herself.

Elizabet wasn’t speaking to anyone and she
had shacked up with that… that… that man!

The man in question was Ridge Lake’s Chief of
Police Jordan Kearney.

The blond reporter smiled into her camera, no
doubt enjoying the ratings this would give her. Probably make her
career. Myles let the words flow in one ear and out the other.

“As you can see, the ground around Elizabet
Gibson’s cottage has been completely torn up. The investigation is
being conducted by an Eastern States Federal Guard unit. The same
unit that was once led by Ridge Lake Chief of Police Jordan
Kearney.

“Chief Kearney, once a Sergeant Grand Master
for the Guard, has refused to comment, claiming it is a Federal
matter and cannot discuss any ongoing investigation.

“The regional Guard house has given us a
public record of Chief Kearney’s time in service. A dedicated man
of honor and integrity. Multiply-decorated and wounded, he began
his career at the tender age of fifteen, joining a Mortuary Unit
cleaning up after the turn of Novo and the wars that caused the
break-up of the then United States.

“Recent footage shows this scene where
Elizabet Gibson leaned out the window to yell information to the
Guard and Chief Kearney, which resulted in the arrest of her aunt,
Melinda Gibson…”

Myles sighed in disgust.

At the end of the Afghani war, a freak
accident changed life on Earth.

As the newscasters reported, and was taught
in school, terror cells released a space-mounted nuclear weapon and
several massive Electro-Magnetic Pulses, called E.M.P’s, in
succession.

One would have been devastating enough. The
rocket hit a space station, which exploded. It was supposed to be
targeted at Earth, on the United States, as it was called in the
A.D. years. A fail safe had been released by an unnamed person at
the last moment and the rocket veered off instead. When the space
station ignited, killing several scientists, the oxygen-enriched
explosion set off several courses of destruction, crashing into
satellites and nav-equipment that had been launched into space for
over fifty years. Several pieces of the mutilated machinery fell to
Earth, slamming without prejudice into mountains, cities, and
oceans.

One of the largest pieces hit Chernobyl, a
Ukraine city that was the site of a nuclear power plant explosion
in 1986, A.D. Radiation-enriched dust and ash were released in
plumes of hot air from the strike. Another fell on a biochemical
weapons manufacturer in China. The bio-warfare being studied was a
violation of several treaties and all knowledge of what was
discharged was disavowed. A third fell on the Shishaldin Volcano,
in the Aleutian Islands off the coast of Alaska. The fourth, and
most damning piece, exploded a second biochemical company in the
state of Ohio, then United States. The research at that company was
for making vaccines for several threatening viruses.

Each of the strikes to the Earth’s surface
released dangerous chemicals into the air: radiation; partially
burned-off diseases; volcanic ash which consisted of heavy metals
such as iron and magnesium; and gases from the volcano- carbon
dioxide, sulfur dioxide, hydrogen, hydrogen sulfide, carbon
monoxide and hydrogen chloride.

Each of the four, by themselves, would have
caused serious health risks to surrounding areas. Since all the
sites of destruction were struck within a week of each other, the
effects were devastating- creating huge clouds of mixing substances
in the upper atmosphere.

Mathematicians had, ever since, been trying
to calculate the odds of the occurrence.

The EMP’s were just as devastating, crippling
both the European Union and the United States. As the strikes
continued over several weeks, ions of electricity charged the
deadly viruses in the clouds.

It was almost a year before the effects were
fully realized. The sun didn’t glow orange, as everyone had
expected if some kind of Apocalyptic event occurred. Heavy clouds,
rain, and wind course changes were the only warning.

Many of Earth’s species changed with the
heavy chemical and biological damage. Several became extinct.
Thousands of people became sick and died. Nearly a third of the
Earth’s population. The reduction was slow- over the course of
several years through cancer, starvation, and several small wars
and territorial disputes that broke out all over the world.

A terrifying time. Many had yet to recover.
The United States and parts of Canada were now the Eastern,
Southern, Oyo, Western, and Algonquin States, separated by the
Mississippi River, the Rocky Mountains, the Nevada Desert, and
parts of the mountains of West Virginia.

The States, or Provinces, were mostly left as
they had been mapped out. In the Eastern States, a person had two
choices, after three years of crippling war: live in the
city-states, huge concrete jungles where the rent was high and a
person might be killed simply for having more food, or live outside
the walls, where there was very little law and no protection from
the weather.

To deal with the masses, the new government
of the Eastern States created two militaries out of the old: The
Army and The Guard. One to create order in the over-crowded cities.
One to act as the Home Guard in the wilds, hunting for terrorists
and healing the damage from the massive ecological changes.
Struggling, the Eastern States rose slowly, bringing back, almost,
civilization to their region.

Myles did not want to hear anymore. Didn’t
want to remember. He felt sick. He had ignored his daughter’s
irritation with her aunts. Almost costing them both his daughter’s
life. Over the past handful of days, he’d learned to not blow up in
public. It only brought out the newscasters like rats. Inside,
though, inside, he steamed at himself. At his sisters. One glimpse
of Elizabet, through a window, as he stood, waiting outside her
cottage. That was all he’d seen…

A plate slapped down on the table in front of
him. Startling Myles out of his morose mood.

“Eat,” said a female voice. “I can’t turn off
the TV. Too many people around here need the news and I need the
business.”

He looked down at the burger in front of him.
Then up at a pair of deep brown eyes full of concern.

CHAPTER
1

 [1] 01/21 Picking up Glasses.

Rowan had been watching the man in the corner
for nearly an hour.

She had seen it all from behind this bar.
Death, birth, betrayal, secrets, love, war, starvation, divorce,
greed. She had lived a lot of it, too, having stood behind the old,
yellowed, lovingly cared for wood since she was ten.

The man’s face was yet again plastered on the
TV set. His life and misery displayed for the entire country to
watch and dissect.

Rowan felt for him. She wasn’t known to be a
compassionate woman. Then again, she wasn’t known to be a lot of
things. Rumors flew in a small town. Especially whenever her
ex-husband decided to try once again to shut down Yugi’s.

She’d held on to her family’s bar by the skin
of her teeth.

A lot of folks didn’t like her methods. Money
up front, no tabs, and a shotgun to the back if you did any damage.
There was little room left for compassion. You weren’t going to get
a sympathetic shoulder to cry on. Because life was tough
everywhere. The people of Ridge Lake always came back for the
beer.

Rowan wasn’t stupid enough to ensure privacy.
Just enough to allow a couple to have a quiet fight without being
disruptive to the other clients. There were mirrors on the ceiling
so that she could see each table from any point behind the bar. And
the floors of the booths were raised up a high step.

The man in the corner had a wide berth. Kind
of hard to do in a packed bar. She had seen that through the
mirrors. Over the past handful of days, his “popularity” with the
newscasters had crested and fallen.

Myles Gibson had been easily provoked to
respond. Melinda Gibson, tackled and hog-tied not fifteen feet from
where her brother was staring off into space, was shackled up at
the Kearney Farmstead being interrogated. Tackled and arrested by
Jordan. Her brother.

She kept her feelings about the symmetry of
brothers locked well away from the reporters sneaking glances from
the bar stools.

Jordan was about as subtle as a brick at
times. Often enough to fool most into thinking that was all there
was- a brick hard Army Grunt. She knew better. Even as children,
watching Jordan maneuver with slow, deliberate, methodical efforts
sometimes scared the worms out of her. Neil, her other brother, was
the direct one but always the one people thought had an ulterior
motive.

The news staff had learned quickly that she,
herself, had no tolerance for nosiness. Especially when she
threatened to put dye through the water lines and nearly made good
on that.

Rowan looked at the man in the booth again.
There was something subtle about him.

Elizabet was a new-comer to Ridge Lake and
had somehow snared the attention of Jordan. Not Chief Kearney. Not
Guard whatever that massive title was that she would not dignify by
letting him know that she really did know what it was. But
Jordan.

She didn’t have all her facts straight about
the daughter and she didn’t really care to sort them all out at the
moment.

 


[2] 01/21 Buying
Stock.

The first thing Rowan had done after Neil had
called to tell her that Sisihall Creek had been contaminated was to
tell her staff that rates for the rooms had doubled- and no single
occupancy allowed.

The second thing she had done was to place
orders for apples, pears, potatoes, hops, barley, and meats. The
basement was stuffed full and any spare time she had was spent down
in the cellar, steaming sweat amongst the beer vats.

Yugi’s had been overflowing with reporters.
All the rooms full and all the outside rental slips had maxed out
with cargo vans and campers. The coffers would be flush. For a
while. Then… nothing. There would be a drought of people for
several months. Money would dry up like water in a frying pan and
she would have to start taking goods in for payment instead of hard
cash. Every penny earned would stave off the hardship to come.
Which was why she couldn’t afford to be compassionate.

Rowan had learned that lesson. The hard
way.

So why was it that the man in the corner
roused so much empathy?

Rowan pulled glasses out of the sink, giving
them a wipe with a clean dishrag before racking them.

Maybe it was because the last time she and
Eli had tangled, he’d nearly succeeded in taking the one thing she
valued more than anything else.

Myles finally picked up the burger and began
to eat. It was the first thing he had had all day, other than
coffee. No alcohol, though.

After a shock like he’d had, Rowan had fully
expected the man to drink himself into a stupor. But he had
remained quiet. Unless provoked by the reporters. If she hadn’t
seen those displays of emotional violence, Rowan would have kicked
him and his other sister out.

“Running low on Maplesacks, Ro.”

Travis looked at her from the kitchen area.
He rarely came out when the bar was crowded unless there was a good
reason or he was waiting tables.

“Kyla busy?”

He nodded, once, then returned to the
kitchen.

Travis and Kyla were loyal staff. Sometimes
too loyal. The siblings had become part of her little family.

With a quick eye on Myles, and a scan to
everyone else, Rowan ducked into the entryway and took out a set of
keys. Stock was always in the basement.

 


[3] 01/21
Cellar.

She closed the door, stuffing the dirty towel
along its floor edge, and locked it behind her before turning on
the lights and heading to the back of the pantry. Pulling on a set
of shelves revealed the door to the basement. Only five people knew
this secret of Yugi’s. And none currently in residence would ever
give that away.

Eli was the last. And she was certain that
the only reason he hadn’t burned the old river rock building to the
ground was because he wanted it for himself.

Yugi’s was named after a farmer- long dead
and forgotten to everyone but her. He had built the barn out of
stone that had come out of the ground and out of the river. The
barn had stood for nearly a century before Yugansezstri’s offspring
had sold the land. Rowan’s own great-great-great grandmother had
bought the barn back in 1835 A.D. Before the United States Civil
War. She was the one who had turned it into a tavern.

Evindear Tiple had an eye for both
architecture and profit. And an absolute hatred for slave owners.
The barn was a part of the Underground Railroad and both the
building and the cellars were full of bolt holes, secret stashing
places, and tunnels.

Which was why Eli wanted the building so
badly.

Yugi’s had passed from mother to daughter for
just over two centuries. And Rowan was going to be damned, breaking
the tradition. The last blood daughter to ever have the place.

He had been in the Army during Novo, passing
through the area with his unit on their way to the capital when he
and Rowan had met for the first time.

Eli had courted her briefly during his unit’s
stay. Situations were a lot more muddled back at the early start of
the era change and militias often went willy-nilly all over the
country. The unit came through Ridge Lake on their way between
three big cities, so she had seen him frequently.

After marrying, they had had a good life for
the first few years. Eli had rarely spoken of his time in. Rowan
had respected that because many people never wanted to remember.
She had thought it was because of the trauma, so she’d kept her
council and let her husband grieve in peace. So Ro had thought.
What she didn’t know was that he was not a front-linesman. Her ex
had been a cook.

With an affectionate pat to the stone wall at
the bottom of the staircase, Rowan went to the stacks of beer and
hauled a case of Maplesacks to the dumbwaiter.

One of the best thing about Yugi’s- it was so
incredibly old. Built before electricity and water. When Novo had
hit, her mother had all the things already in place to survive and
keep the place open.

Dear, sweet, calculating Evindear. A quick
thanks passed Ro’s lips to her foremother.

Money was dropped down a tube into the cellar
for safe keeping. A small amount of change was left in a safe
upstairs.

Stock was brought up through the three sets
of dumbwaiters, one of which went to the pantry, which is where the
three cases of beer went.

Water was pumped in through the basement.

Electricity made from the boiler.

Cider press in the single remaining back
barn, with a tunnel leading between the two buildings.

Yup. Yugi’s could, and had, held off sieges,
war, fires. And, of course, Eli.

Rowan’s eyes went to the boarded-up wall that
had been constructed after his last attempt to take the bar. The
one tunnel he had known about to get into the building had
collapsed and she had left it that way. Half the stills and brewers
had been destroyed and there was little money to call someone in
that could repair them.

Not that she would trust someone to do
that.

With a quick ear to listen for any noise of
disruption, Rowan stepped over to the last vat. She checked some
gauges and felt the side of the brewer for any uncontrolled
temperature. So far, so good and soon there would be a good supply
of pear jack to sell.

She returned to the pantry, closing off the
entrance to the cellar behind her. Travis would hoist the dumb
waiter when he could and set the Maplesacks on the shelves. Or Kyla
would.

Coming out of the small room, Rowan turned to
see, and hear, a middle-aged, bleached blonde woman screeching at
the top of her lungs… In front of her bar packed with blood-hungry
reporters.

“Great,” Ro thought.

 


CHAPTER
2

 [1] 01/21 Sibling Rivalry.

Myles was finishing the juicy burger when
Mave walked into the tavern. What had been a mouthful of the best
meat he had tasted in years quickly turned sour as she approached
with fury in her eyes.

“There you are! How can you be eating?” His
sister slid her slightly chubby body into the booth.

“People have to eat, Mave. It’s a daily
requirement.”

“Don’t give me that! Have you seen
where they are holding Mindy?”

“No.” He had. Myles thought she was getting
off lightly.

Mave quickly recovered from her shock.
“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Nothing.”

His sister’s jaw dropped. “They have her
chained to a post outside in a barn!”

“And?”

“And? And?” She sputtered. “It’s inhuman! No
heat, a cot, and a chamber pot. It’s ten degrees outside.”

“Lower your voice. You’re making a scene.
Unless you want our family on the TV for something new.” Myles
raised an eyebrow. “First, it’s out of my hands.”

“Can’t you use some of your military
connections to get her out of there?”

“No. And even if I could, I wouldn’t. Second,
she isn’t outside. It might be cold, but she isn’t freezing. It
isn’t like they stripped her naked and left her out in the
snow.”

Mave gasped in horror. “You are just saying
that to…”

“Seen it,” he shrugged. “There’s hay and a
wood pellet stove and Mindy has plenty of clothes and
blankets.”

“She has to… you know… in a chamber pot!”

“What did you expect? A country club? She’s
classified as a terrorist! She’s getting a lot better treatment
than it could be.”

“Mindy isn’t a terrorist,” Mave hissed.

Myles looked up at the face contorted in
near-rage. “Yeah? Then what else would you call it if someone
dumped trade-secret, nearly-patented, highly potent acid all over
someone’s car and put several hundred people’s lives in
danger?”

“I don’t know. Mindy says she was just trying
to scare Elizabet into some sense…”

“So this is Elizabet’s fault?” He felt
the anger climbing his neck, meat in his stomach expanding from his
irritation.

“If you had gotten your daughter into the
church after Rita died, this would never have happened.”

He couldn’t help it. The anger erupted. “IF
you had gotten Elizabet into your Church, she wouldn’t have
anything now!”

“She would have helped out more!” Mave
shouted back.

“Is there a problem here?” A stern voice came
from the side of the table.

Myles looked over to see the bar owner, hands
on hips, standing in front of a crowd who was staring. He pulled
his shit together. “No. No problem. I’m sorry for the disturbance
and it won’t happen again. Thank you very much for the meal. Can
you please put together my bill? I’m checking out.”

Rowan looked at Mave. “No single occupancy
rooms.”

Myles also glanced at his sister. “Not my
problem.”

Mave gasped. “But… but…”

With fury in his voice, Myles quietly said,
“You made your bed, Mave. Just like Mindy. I am not bailing either
one of you out of it. You need someone, call that husband of
yours.”

“Dirk’s not able to come! That’s why we
roomed together.”

“Not my problem,” he said again, turning a
polite smile on the tavern owner. “Please?”

“Coming right up.”

He turned to the stairs, shouldering his way
past the crowd.

Mave, in a panic, harangued him all the way
to their shared room. “You’re just going to leave me here?”

He shoved clothes from the drawer into his
overnight bag. “I’m leaving in fifteen minutes, Mave. With the
car.”

“But… it will take me at least an hour to
pack!”

“Not my problem,” he said for the last time
before going to the little bathroom to get the rest of his
things.

Downstairs, he handed over cash money to the
tavern owner, with a hefty tip, before asking where the closest
payphone was. Mave blaming this current… crisis… on Rita’s death
was the absolute last straw.

He fished in his pocket for enough
change.

“Dirk Rollins’ office. How may I help
you?”

“Nan, it’s Myles. There’s been a problem and
Mave and I had a fight. I’m leaving Ridge Lake. Now, before we get
thrown out, and my sister isn’t ready to go. She’s most likely to
call in a panic.”

There was quiet on the phone. “I see. Mr.
Gibson?”

“Yeah?”

“I am so sorry for what is happening right
now. I will let Mr. Rollins know what’s going on.”

“Thank you, Nan.”

He hung up and went to start the car. Mave
was screaming at him out the window as he pulled away.

 


[2] 01/21 A Last
Attempt.

Myles made one last try to see his
daughter.

As usual, Chief Kearney answered the door.
“She doesn’t want to see you.”

He felt his shoulders slump. The rejection
hurt. More than he could bear at the moment. Looking off to the
side, Myles stared at the torn up yard. There was still foam
everywhere, leftover from the acid-neutralizing compound sprayed
where his deranged sister had dumped acid.

He looked the Chief directly in the eye. “I
don’t like you living here. You don’t even know Elizabet.”

“I know her well enough. And you don’t have a
say in the matter.”

He gritted his teeth. Swallowed hard. “There
was a scene at the bar. Mave is out of control and I left her
there. Before I…”

“Hold it in,” he told himself.
“This is why Bet’s pissed at you.”

The Chief nodded once.

He continued. “I’m going home.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Without your sister?”

“Her mess. She can deal with it. She’s… She’s
excusing what Mindy did. Expecting me to take on the Guard to get
our sister out and to take my daughter to task for
disobedience.”

The man barring the way into his daughter’s
house softened. “Give Elizabet a few days, Mr. Gibson.”

Feeling defeat, Myles turned around, back to
his charcoal grey, four door sedan.

Kearney’s voice raised a little. “Thank you
for letting me know about Yugi’s. I’ll make sure everything gets
settled.”

Myles nodded back and started the hour long
trek back to Taliville.

 


[3] 01/21 Dirk’s
Greeting.

“How could you just leave her?” His
brother-in-law yelled as Myles opened the door to their house.

The drive had cooled his temper. Getting more
anger in his face was like throwing fuel on coals.

“Because your dumbass wife decided to make a
public spectacle of herself. Claiming that it was Rita’s death to
blame for Mindy’s actions. When she wasn’t blaming Elizabet!”

Dirk’s face registered shock. “She
didn’t…”

“Oh, yes. She did. Right in a room full of
reporters. I’m surprised they haven’t issued a new special
bulletin.”

“Damn!”

“She doesn’t get it, Dirk. She cares about
her standing in her church. How her bocce ball team is going to
react. That Mindy is being treated inhumanely. Mindy! That
damn fool crazy sister of mine tried to talk me into storming the
Guard unit to break that… that… psycho out. So, hell, yes. I left
her there.”

Dirk clearly looked torn. “It’s the country,
Myles. You left her out in the country.”

Not wanting to hear anymore, he grabbed his
bag from the floor and headed to his room off the laundry area.
Mave was going to be intolerable. For a moment, he considered
checking into a hotel room for the night.

He snorted as he realized that Mave wasn’t
going to stop. Not at one night. Not even at a week. Maybe
never.

That was something he couldn’t live with.

Elizabet was his life. His whole life, since
Rita’s death. He knew that the women in his life didn’t exactly get
along. But he had always felt that his sisters were good for his
daughter. They had taken care of both father and child after a
terrible loss.

Mave and Mindy had been a blessing. More than
once. Sheltering his daughter when he was out on scrounging trips.
Bartering their own goods for food for the both of them. Bringing
them both a sense of community outside the slummy, once middle
class neighborhood.

Myles winced, remembering Elizabet’s
screaming at him that he always sided with his sisters. What they
had cost her. Not fifteen feet from where he was standing.

The room held his marriage bed. His bed with
Rita. Her bedroom furniture. The rest of her things were in
storage, having been set aside years ago when Elizabet wanted to
sell their home and stand on her own two feet.

It had made him proud. It had broken his
heart.

He had thought to give her space, after their
fight in the kitchen. She had called. The morning that Mindy had
dumped powerful acid all over the hatchback. One touch, Kearney had
said. One touch would have killed his little girl. And it would
have been a slow, agonizing, torturous death.

Myles shuddered. Hearing the screams from his
unit as they had been caught in an acid cloud, faces down in the
grit on the end of a street. How the quiet would ring out
mid-shriek.

No. There was no excusing Mindy. No
forgiving.

Feeling like he had betrayed Rita. His
promise to his dying wife to always keep their daughter safe.
Elizabet’s stony, teary face when the mother she loved with all her
heart stopped breathing. The stone that had stayed on that face for
over a year after.

He couldn’t stay in this room anymore.

It was mid-afternoon. Felt more like
midnight. When he left the house to get back in his car, the
sunlight hitting his face was a shock.

He drove to the hardware store.

Felmar, the owner, was at the register as he
walked in. He was quiet, not quite meeting Myles’ eyes as he
thanked a customer’s purchase.

The heavy set man walked around from the
counter and gestured to the back room. “How is Elizabet?”

Myles sank into a folding chair. “Still not
speaking to me.”

Felmar reached into the pocket of his beige
apron. “An Officer Medler left this for you.”

“Thanks.” He took the crumpled envelop. “I’ll
get back to him.”

They chatted quietly for a few minutes.

Myles felt the tension ratchet up. “What
gives?”

His boss fidgeted, shifting in his chair.
Left. Right. Crossed his legs. Finally, he shot out, “I think you
should take some time off.”

Myles blinked. “I have. Twice this past
month.”

“I mean… I think you should take some more
time off.”

He looked his boss up and down.

“You’re a good man, Myles. Hard working.
Dedicated to your family. It fit in well here.”

“And now?”

“I think… I hate to do this. I think you
should take an extended leave of absence.”

“How extended?” Myles felt the sarcasm drip
from his tongue.

“Play it by ear. At least a couple of weeks.
Until…”

“Until my face, and my daughter’s, are no
longer plastered all over the news?”

Relief shone through the chubby cheeks of
Felmar’s face. “I knew you’d understand.”

Myles shot up from the metal chair. “Yeah. I
get it. Hand over my last paycheck and I’ll go clean out my
locker.”

“Let’s not be too hasty, Myles. I meant…”

“I knew what you meant. I was good for
business.”

“I’ll give you an excellent reference.”

“Yeah? And what’s that going to mean at my
age?”

Felmar’s face flushed.

“You wouldn’t have hired me in the first
place if I’d walked in off the street. No. I had to have three
references from Mave’s church and social standing.”

Felmar’s lower lip skewered. Firmed. “You’re
overreacting. It isn’t a death sentence, Myles.”

He met the boss he’d come to know and care
about, almost call a friend, head on. “Bullshit.”

Felmar flushed again. Knowing that anyone
could be forced out of anywhere. Just like he’d done to Myles.

The metal door to the locker echoed in the
heated room. There wasn’t much in the small space.

It wasn’t like he could start over again. Not
again.

Out of a job and not wanting to go back
home.

 


[4] 01/21 The End
of a Very Bad Day.

He wound up at the storage locker. Needing
his wife. Needing Rita’s gentle words and compassion. He hadn’t
felt this lost since her death. Myles had to remind himself several
times that Elizabet wasn’t dead.

It was cold in the metal room jammed full of
Mave’s boxes and Rita’s things. He had come often to the storage
locker, needing to be reminded of better times. The love he had
shared with Rita. Her smile.

Myles closed the outside door. Winter air
still came in and his breath was puffy as he sat down on the blue
couch wrapped in heavy plastic. A photo album was always tucked
away in a box close to the sofa. He turned on the little light and
opened the cover.

Elizabet smiled up at him from the bathtub,
covered in suds as Rita held her up.

Rita and her mother painting the new
nursery.

It ripped his chest open to look at his life.
How the photographs stopped so suddenly when his daughter was just
coming into puberty.

There were digital cameras. But there wasn’t
enough electricity during Novo to run a computer, much less money
for paper and ink. He had lost touch, going into the Army.

Getting the letter that Rita was sick had
made him lose his mind. It had taken nearly a year for his release
from the military to take place.

He had counted on his sisters. Had always
counted on his sisters. They had seen to Rita. To Elizabet. Mindy
had even moved into the house for several months while he fulfilled
his duty.

And now, they were gone from his life,
too.

Alone. Age fifty four and he was alone.
Jobless, too.

For a brief moment, just a brief one, he
considered pulling the car into the storage locker and letting it
run. The thought of Elizabet suffering through any more pain was
what stopped him.

Myles curled up into a blanket to ward off
the cold. And fell asleep.

 


[5] 01/22 Midnight
of Anger.

He woke, stiff and sore. Freezing cold. The
bare bulb from the light still shining on dusty boxes. Myles had no
idea what time it was.

The watch said 00:46. The storage facility
closed down at eleven. Jack, the head security guard, had let him
stay or park the car in the lot several times, breaking regulations
on more than one occasion.

He was grateful. And never abused the
privilege.

The overhead door was shut. Cold air still
leaked in. Myles dug deeper into the unit. There was a sleeping bag
stuffed in one of the boxes somewhere.

What had woken him? Just the cold?

Myles cocked an ear, listening for any
noise.

Nothing.

Where was that bag again?

A quick exploration showed that many boxes
and pieces had been shoved around. He hadn’t noticed.

Curious, Myles stumbled as quietly as
possible around several jutting corners. Rita’s furniture had stood
sentry for the past four years. Elizabet’s childhood bike with its
broken streamers.

Mave and Mindy also had sections of the deep
locker. They had split the fees, pooling resources to afford the
space. He grimaced. More likely than not, all of their things would
be inventoried. He would call that live-in boyfriend of Elizabet’s
tomorrow and ask. Get it done and over.

He couldn’t quite place what was missing,
even with the search. So he gave up and decided to stuff himself
into the bag and went back to sleep on the couch.

CHAPTER
3

 [1] 01/22 Pillow Removal.

“Kearney.”

Myles swallowed. “Good morning, Chief.”

“Mr. Gibson. What can I do for you
today?”

He explained about the storage room. That
something was missing.

“Could you be looking for pillows, sir?”

“Pillows?”

“Yes. Elizabet removed several dozen from the
locker last week.”

“Oh. Maybe that’s it.”

A throat cleared on the other end of the
line. “Sir, I am not sure how to say this…”

“Save it,” Myles said. “At this point, that
particular phrase is annoying.”

“Alright. It is a shared storage area?”

“Yes. That’s part of why I’m calling. Mindy
may have hidden things in here. But I want to remove my things.
My things. And Elizabet’s.”

There was a hesitation on the other end of
the line. “Do you have proof of what your possessions are?”

“Insurance papers and some photo albums. But
not everything is covered in those.”

“I’ll check into it. Can you tell me if Mrs.
Rollins made it home okay?”

“I have no idea.”

“You did not go home, yourself?”

“Sure did. To be met by Mave’s pissed-off
husband and then to work where I was fired. I didn’t think my being
in the house would be very… calming.”

“You have my sympathies. Are you in a safe
location?”

“At the moment, I’m calling from a payphone
where I get coffee on the way to work.” Myles took a deep breath.
“Do you think she will talk to me again?”

“Like I said, Mr. Gibson, give it some time.
Elizabet is torn right now. I know that she was concerned last
night when I spoke with her. More than that, though, I can’t say.
Other than that Mave nearly was arrested for causing a
disturbance.”

Myles groaned.

“Don’t concern yourself with that right now.
Do you feel safe returning to your home?”

“No. I don’t. Mave has convinced herself that
Mindy is completely innocent. Who knows what she’ll do? And I don’t
feel like I can keep myself from…”

He heard a suck in of breath.

“I understand, sir. It would be best if you
found a place to hole up for a while. Are there any friends you can
stay with?”

“I doubt it. I’ll be checking into a hotel
tonight. Try to figure out what to do next.”

“That’s a good idea. And I can understand why
you feel it’s better to vacate. I’ll call Oak and talk to him- what
should happen about the storage facility. Army has jurisdiction
inside city limits. Would you give us permission to
investigate?”

“I’ll sign any form you want, if it means
locking my sister away for good.”

Another hesitation and Myles got the
impression that Kearney was trying not to say what he was
thinking.

“Since you aren’t at home, can you call me
back in three hours?”

“Yes.”

They hung up. Myles felt better. Like he was
doing something to show his daughter that he hadn’t abandoned
her.

 


[2] 01/22 Phone
Calls and Search Warrants.

Jack sat with him in the little shack. He had
shown Major Whitney his photo albums and documents. Then cleared
out of the way after walking the Army through the storage unit.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jack
asked.

“Sure as anything. I’m sorry about the
mess.”

Jack grimaced slightly as the paperwork
involved was enormous. “The boss isn’t too happy. But I get it. In
the long run, this will keep the fuss to a minimum. Clear us of any
wrong.”

“Yeah.”

“You’ve been keeping that stuff here a long
time.”

Myles nodded, sipping on his coffee.

“You decide what you are going to do with it
yet?”

“Trying to. I…” Myles faltered. “You’ve been
good to me over the years, Jack. Letting me come in and out. It’s
helped me deal with Rita’s passing.”

“It’s all good.”

“You won’t get into any trouble, will
you?”

“Nope. Cameras are on a thirty day loop.”

He winced, thinking of the night before.

“Like I said, don’t worry about it. It
happens. People lose track of time and there is someone here twenty
four. We can say that you were concerned about what was in the
locker and wanted to keep things from getting messy.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank yourself. That daughter of yours is a
special lady.”

“You’ve met my daughter?”

“Sure did. Several times. She came here a
lot. Missing her mom. Needing to get things that she had forgotten.
Helped out a friend of mine, too.”

“How’s that?”

“Mitch had a bad run of luck. The factory
he’d been working in shut down all of a sudden right when his rent
was due. Got kicked out of his place and couldn’t find work right
away. Elizabet steered him to a shelter and food pantry that helped
him get back on his feet. Doing fine now.”

“Elizabet did that?”

“Sure.” Jack smiled. “Every Monday, like
clockwork, Elizabet would come in after work to get the crates for
the food donations. By Wednesday, she’d be back.”

Myles was stunned. Since when did Elizabet
work in a shelter? “I didn’t know.”

“Oh. Well. Anyway. She’s a nice lady.”

“Thank you.”

More trucks pulled into the storage
facilities parking area.

“Excuse me,” Jack said, grabbing a
clipboard.

Myles watched out the tiny window as the
security officer spoke to men garbed in camo. They had driven a
Winnebago. It brought back too many memories.

A barrel-chested man stepped out of the back.
Sergeant Holmes? He had come himself from Ridge Lake?

Myles stood up. Watched as the men swarmed
around, carrying machine guns and tucker totes. He hoped against
hope that nothing untoward had been located.

Holmes, catching his eye through the window,
motioned for him to come outside.

“Ah. Mr. Gibson. Please, come in.”

The interior of the mobile home had been
outfitted with a mass load of scientific equipment and was stuffed
full of both tools and paperwork.

The sergeant set his hat down on a table
loaded with files, photos, pens and coffee mugs. Somehow, the man
stuffed his body into the small booth without internal injury.
“Have a seat.”

Myles sat. It was warm in the Winnebago. He
rubbed his hands together and waited.

“You called Chief Kearney this morning?”

“Yes.”

“What time was that?”

“A little after eight.”

“Shortly after you hung up, you are aware
that he contacted me?”

“Yes. He told me you would be able to answer
my questions about my things in the storage locker.”

“And you indicated to Kearney that you did
not feel it was safe to return to the home you share with your
sister and her husband?”

“No.”

“Can you tell me about that?”

“I let Mindy get to me. She used my wife’s
death several years ago as a reason why this situation is
Elizabet’s fault.”

Holmes pursed his lips.

Myles knew that this had been coming. He had
been questioned many times between Medler, Kearney, Holmes and two
other Guardsmen.

“Do you share ownership of the residence here
in Taliville City, where you have resided with your sister Mave and
her husband?”

“No.”

“But you do share rental rights with both
your sisters here?”

“Yes.”

“And you have given both verbal and written
consent for us to search said storage facility?”

“Yes.”

“Are you aware of any other storage locker
your sister Mindy may have obtained the use of?”

“No.”

“And are you aware that Officer Medler has
been attempting to contact you?”

“Damn it!” Myles reached into his pocket. “I
forgot. He left this at my former job.”

“Former?”

“I was fired yesterday. Which was the other
reason I didn’t go home. I was already upset by Mave’s ranting.
That just added fuel to the fire.”

“Understood.”

Myles flipped open the envelope. “Forms. For
me to sign. Can I use a pen?” They were financial release forms. Of
his records. For the investigation still being handled by the Fraud
department of Taliville City against his sister, not the Federal
Terrorism charge.

He looked up at the military officer sitting
across the table. “She is going away for a long, long time, isn’t
she?”

Dark eyes looked directly into his. “If she
does not get the death penalty.”

Myles sucked in a breath. That… wasn’t an
option he had considered. And was unsure how he felt about it.
“Mave… Mave wanted me to get in touch with my own former Major. Try
to influence the situation. I haven’t. I won’t.”

“Those circumstances wouldn’t do any good,”
came the easy reply.

“I am aware of that. But are there some sort
of… legal papers that…” He wasn’t sure how to ask the question.

“No. But you can write up an affidavit and
sign it. It will be a matter of public record. Your sister Mave
might be charged with interference and or obstruction. Especially
if she keeps this up. Your testimony could be used against
her.”

“I know. Not much I can do about that. Or
her. But I want as much distance as I can get at this point.
Elizabet… deserves it.”

Like with Kearney, Holmes voice softened.
“This is a hard situation, Mr. Gibson, for any family to endure. It
is not any easier that the perpetrator was your sister. Take your
time, making decisions.”

Myles shook his head. “About Mindy? No. My
mind is made up. Elizabet is my daughter. I should have protected
her better.”

“That was not possible. Owning guilt that
belongs elsewhere will waste time and energy.”

“You have seen this happen before?”

“Yes.”

“Do they usually involve a crazy person?
Because I never saw anything insane about my sister. No mental
breakdowns.”

Another direct stare. “Melinda Gibson is as
sane as you or I. She was overwhelmed financially. She made a
rational, thought-out decision and plan to target your daughter as
a solution to her problem. When Elizabet moved to the country,
Melinda began making mistakes. That move probably saved your
daughter’s life.”

He felt his chest constrict. “You know
this?”

“Factual evidence, Mr. Gibson. Her bank
statements. She was financially tied to a Gavin Perciball…”

“Elizabet’s landlord?”

“Yes, sir. And I expect you to continue to
comport yourself with the restraint and dignity I see you are
exhibiting. Mr. Perciball is currently in custody here, in the
city. I will be meeting with him later today. Melinda Gibson met
Brad Henderson at a night club and informed the man of her niece’s
habits. Where to find her. Where to meet her. Dates that Melinda
was aware of. She encourage stalking behavior in Mr. Henderson and
dragged your other sister, Mave, into the mix several times.”

“I… see.”

“But not you.”

“No. I wanted Elizabet to be happy. I didn’t
step in to stop it. Because… because… I thought they were just, you
know… trying to marry her off again.” He winced. “That didn’t sound
right. I meant, normal marrying her off. To have her own children.
Make a life for herself. I thought I was staying out of the middle
of it.”

“Like family does.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have plans to return to the family
residence?”

Myles hesitated. “I don’t know. I have a
hotel room for now. But, with me being out of work, that isn’t
going to last very long.”

“I understand. Contact information?”

He gave the address and phone number of the
hotel.

“Keep Officer Medler informed at all times of
your location.”

“I will.”

“I am not trying to be rude, Mr. Gibson. But
I am going to have to ask you to step out now. I need to see what
is going on with the search.”

“I have a question.”

“Alright.”

“What… when can I take my things? I need to
figure out what to do next.”

“Barring any problems, as soon as we are done
here. Most likely later today or tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

Holmes nodded once and held the door open so
Myles could exit.

 


[3] 01/22 An
Idea.

He breathed, carefully. That had gone
extremely well.

The last time he’d gotten tangled up in
breaking the law hadn’t been so pleasant. He had needed money. To
put some food on the table. And his client had needed safety. With
his training in the Army and his electrical background, Myles had
taken to home security in a not-so-secure section of Taliville. One
of his gadgets had gone into overdrive and put someone into the
hospital. The laws of Taliville City were unclear at that point and
the gadget was defensive, not offensive, so he’d gotten off with a
slap on the wrists and community service.

One of the things he had learned, and
quickly, was that the more polite he was, the better. It had served
him well in a world of corruption and chaos.

Jack let him use the telelines to fax the
forms over to Officer Medler.

“How much do you think one of them goes for?”
He asked, punching in the number.

Jack looked over his shoulder at the
Winnebago. “One of those? Three, four hundred grand, easy.”

“You seem awfully sure of yourself.”

“Got a buddy that works in an auction
house.”

“You seem to have a lot of buddies,
Jack.”

“Sure. Two year stint in the Army.”

“You served?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Sorry. I never picked up on it.”

Jack rolled up his sleeve. The tattoo he
displayed was a double two swerved around a rifle. “Infantry. Riot
division. All my unit gets these. We keep in touch.”

Myles shook his hand. “Combat Engineers.”

“Figured you were an Army man. You still keep
in touch?”

He shook his head. “They are either still in
or KIA. Mostly KIA.”

“Sorry to hear that. Massachusetts?”

“Novo. Year two.”

Jack’s head jerked. The younger man’s
shoulders straightened slightly.

Myles tried not to laugh at the almost “sir”
that nearly popped out of Jack’s mouth. “It was a long time
ago.”

Jack nodded sagely.

“Hey. You got directions to that auction
house?”

 


[4] 01/22 Trade
Ins.

Dev’s Auction House was a converted
warehouse, piles of goods everywhere. It brought back even more
memories Myles didn’t want to think about. He shut his mind down as
fast as he had with the screaming of his unit.

Tires crunched on snow covered gravel. He
looked dubiously around for a parking spot where his car wouldn’t
get crushed. By anything.

There were several sections of vehicles.
Including an entire section of motor homes and fifth wheels.

This was what he was looking for. A home of
his own. Where he could go where he wanted, when he wanted. A far
cry from the settled life he’d had with Rita. What he’d tried to
hold together for Elizabet. Definitely not one he’d pictured
himself ever living. Then again, his life hadn’t turned out like
he’d planned. No one’s ever did.

Elizabet’s tiny apartment had given him the
creeps at first. Until she had pointed out that he lived in a
single room. Most of his days were either spent at work or an
indoor sports arena.

Myles had liked working at the hardware
store. Fixing things. He simply couldn’t afford to rent a
storefront in the city. He was too old to start a new business. It
would take too long to get his name out. And he was too old to be
taken seriously for a maintenance position in a factory. He knew.
Because he had tried.

His daughter had shown him the way. A place
like this, an auction house, always needed someone around to fix
small things. So did farms. Mechanic shops. No one place would take
him on full time. But a couple days a week here, couple days a week
there, sell some of his DIY gadgets, and he could make enough to be
comfortable.

There was about two years of money in the
bank account, judging from what Elizabet spent on her
mini-apartment, leftover from the mortgage and medical bills. What
he’d stashed away from living with his sister, after paying rent.
He figured the day, if he found what he was looking for, would take
half of it. But it would be his and his alone. A plan.

A smiling woman came toward him from behind a
glass case. “Can I help you?”

“Yes. I think so. Is there a Ross Steigler
here?”

“Sure, Ross is around here somewhere. May I
say who is asking?”

“Myles Gibson. Jack sent me over.”

“Ah. Jack. One-Eyed Jack, hmm?”

“Um… No. Jack has two eyes.”

“Black hair, works security at a storage
facility, toothy grin?”

“Yeah. That’s Jack.”

The woman laughed. “We call him One-Eyed Jack
because he’s always winking. My name is Dylan.”

“Myles.” He shook her hand and let her lead
him through a maze of factory end lots.

“So… what brings you by? Are you looking to
purchase something in particular?”

“To purchase. To sell. To maybe ask for a
job.”

“I see.”

Dylan stopped at a door partially hidden
between a half-folded ping-pong table and a book rack. “Ross? Are
you in here? Jack sent this man over to see you. Myles Gibson.”

The tanned face shot up from the paperwork
he’d been staring at. “Well. That was fast.”

Myles looked at the woman in confusion. She
was, apparently, just as baffled.

Ross smiled again. “I just hung up the phone
with Smilin’ Jack. He speaks highly of you.”

“Not sure why. I barely know him.”

“He’s got an eye for things. People. Reads
them pretty well.”

Myles looked around the cluttered room. “If
he’s so good, then why doesn’t he work for you?”

Ross laughed. “Because he’s got a mouth on
him and doesn’t deal well with direct authority.”

“I can see that.”

“Please. Take a seat. What can I do for
you?”

“I am looking for a fifth wheel trailer.”

Ross stared at him for a moment. “That wasn’t
what we talked about.”

“Who?”

“Me. And Jack.”

“Ah. Well, I am also looking for work.”

“That would be a little harder for me to
determine. What do you do?”

“Electrician by trade. Gadget maker by hobby.
I can fix a lot of small appliances. Small motors, lamps, kitchen
goods. Some woodworking. You know, the bits and pieces.”

“I see. We do have staff already that deals
with that sort of thing.”

“It was worth a shot.”

Ross grinned. “I am always looking to deal.
Now. You mentioned a fifth wheel?”

“Yes. I saw several out in the lot as I came
in.”

“Want to go take a look?”

“Sure,” Myles replied.

The smaller man leaned back in his chair to
snag a thick coat.

They spent two hours looking at the mobile
living spaces. Ross seemed to be unhurried, but Myles had a feeling
that the man could afford to be patient. He was about to make a
huge influx of cash.

There were three units that caught his eye,
and he bent over the smallest, looking at the hitch, the lights and
wires, carefully running a finger down the length of the metal arm.
“Pre-Novo wiring?”

Ross scrunched his face. “Shouldn’t be.”

“It is.” Gently, he pulled the wires out of
the wrap. “See this? Eighteen gage, black and red parallel. This
wouldn’t pass a close inspection. Auto ‘wires’ these days have to
be enclosed in a soy-plas, high-heat pvc tube on exterior surfaces
or they have to be fiber optic cables.”

Myles stood and went to the next trailer,
showing Ross the difference.

“And here, whoever sold this to you used
Pre-Novo Rustoleum to coat the hitch. Waste of good paint.” He
ducked under the swing arm. “Bolts are rusted through.”

The third trailer was perhaps larger than he
wanted. “This is more like it. Pre-Novo trailer. Upgraded
exterior.”

These bolts were sealed in, protected from
acid- splash, rain, or fog. The axles were properly coated and the
undercarriage sealed inside soy-plas guards. Adequate
ventilation.

“This one,” Myles jerked his head as they
stepped back out. “How much?”

“Seventy thousand.”

“Try again. There were some breaks in the
seals around the exterior. Inside, most of the walls are
rotted.”

Ross looked at him like he was nuts. “To be
honest, I’ve had offers on the other two more. The appliances in
the other two still work.”

“I can see that. And for free, I just showed
you why you can’t unload them. It isn’t the appliances. It’s the
rust and acid burns.”

“Sixty.”

“Getting closer,” Myles smiled. “Not even the
Guard would pay that much for this. Forty.”

Ross snickered. “For forty, I can sell the
scrap.”

“You could. But that would still be labor
intensive.”

“Fifty five.”

“Come down a bit more and I’ll walk you
through the wiring on the other vehicles out here.”

Ross chewed his lip. “Fifty two and no
lower.”

“Done.”

They shook hands.

Ross smiled, knowing that he still was coming
out ahead.

Myles also smiled, knowing that Ross was
getting interested in his expertise. And that he’d talked the man
down close to thirty grand. He’d seen the sticker on the clipboard.
On the way back in the building, he gently asked Ross if he was
interested in fairly good condition Pre-Novo furniture?

The younger man couldn’t quite hide his
interest, due to getting a headache off his hands with a chunk of
cash flow coming in.

“What have you got?”

“A houseful. Living room set, lamps, books,
bedroom set without the mattress. Table, chairs.”

He’d go through the kitchen equipment to
figure out what should outfit the trailer. And keep Rita’s rocking
chair. Two of the bookcases could easily fit in as shelving, and
maybe back to back make a wall.

“All right. It’s worth taking a look at.
When?”

“Tomorrow would be the earliest, say… one
tomorrow afternoon?” He gave Ross the name of the storage facility.
“I’ll have to leave the trailer here until then. I need to pick up
a truck.”

 


[5] 01/22 Phone
Calls.

By the time he made it back to Mave’s house,
he felt a lot better. He had called the bank to let them know there
would be several large transactions. The car was sold. A used truck
stood in its place. The fuel fees would be terrible.

All of his club memberships had been
cancelled. He had joined them mostly to spend time with Mave
anyway. There were some friends, but he could keep in touch over
the Eastranet. The last phone call was the one he was touchy about
making.

“Kearney.”

“Chief.”

“Mr. Gibson. I hear that Oak has been out to
see you.”

“Oak?”

“Sergeant Master Holmes.”

“Yes. And I got in touch with Officer
Medler.”

“Good.”

“I… ah… need to get a message through to
Elizabet. She doesn’t need to see me or talk to me.”

“Alright.”

“I’m moving out of Mave’s house.”

“That was fast.”

He didn’t want to bare his soul to this man,
but it was the only way. “Elizabet needs to know. That I didn’t
choose my sisters over her. Or, if I did, in the past, that I’m
trying to make up for it. Maybe if I had lived somewhere else,
there would’ve been more of a buffer. I don’t know. I thought I was
doing the right thing, keeping a family together for her. But to do
this, I have to sell… Need to…” He sighed in frustration. “Tell
Elizabet that I am selling the things from the old house. If she
wants anything, anything, she has to tell me now. Because
it’s all going.”

In a quiet voice, Kearney replied, “I
see.”

There was more silence over the phone. Then
he heard, “Da?”

His eyes welled with tears, as his daughter’s
voice came over the speaker. “Is everything okay?”

“No, baby. It isn’t. But I’m going to make it
right, okay? You want anything from the locker? Any of your mom’s
things?”

He heard Kearney say in the background, “He
lost his job yesterday.”

“Da! You… But… You can come li…”

“No. You need your space. I know that. I
can’t keep holding on to your mother. Not like this. Mave and
Mindy… they both just crossed the line and I can’t be near them
anymore. I’ll tell you about it some other time. When things are…
better.”

“Do you have a place?”

“Sort of. It needs work. A lot of work. Not
what I pictured myself doing. Living like. But it’ll be comfortable
enough, once I get settled.”

“How long do I have?”

“Tomorrow. By one.”

There was some whispering.

“I can be there by nine.”

“You don’t…” His voice broke. “You don’t have
to do that. I know you don’t want to see me right now. Just tell me
what you want. I have a truck and can bring it to the cottage for
you.”

“You shouldn’t be doing this alone.”
Elizabet’s soft voice was a stab through his heart.

He cleared his throat. Several times. “I have
to go, baby.”

“Da…”

He gently hung up the phone before he lost
his nerve.

Slogging back out into the cold, Myles pulled
an armful of crates and flattened boxes out of the back of the beat
up truck to begin packing his clothes.

Mave and Dirk descended on the house at the
same time.

“What is that piece of crap truck doing in
the drive way?” he heard her say. “I’m calling the cops to have it
towed.”

He stepped out into the kitchen. “I would
appreciate it if you wouldn’t, Mave. That piece of crap truck is
mine.”

“What?” Her voice shrieked. “What? Why? What
happened to your car?”

“I sold it.” He looked Dirk directly in the
eye. “I can’t do this. Elizabet needs me. Tonight will be my last
night here.”

His brother-in-law looked stunned. “You
don’t…”

“Yes, I do. Elizabet is suffering up
there.”

“Well, she wouldn’t be if she would answer
the damn door!” Mave snapped. “We raised her better than that.”

“We?” Something inside Myles snapped. “We?
That’s my daughter, Mave. Not yours. Mine and Rita’s. I am
grateful, always have been grateful, that you were there for her.
For me. But she isn’t your daughter.”

“How dare you say that to me!”

“I’m sorry that the gas clouds made it
impossible for you to have children. But you could have adopted.
Both before and after Novo. There were plenty of children out there
that needed good homes. Rita tried to tell you that. More than
once.”

Rage crossed his sister’s face. “They weren’t
my blood.”

He looked at the floor. Looked at Dirk. And
said to Mave, quietly, “Then I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t
bring any child into your home.”

“Ungrateful bastard!”

He blocked out the noise as best he could and
kept packing. Wondering how it could be possible that he was
related to either one of his elitist sisters.

A handful of hours later, after the yelling
and crashing of thrown objects stopped, there was a gentle knock on
the door.

“Yeah?”

“It’s Dirk.”

He went to flip the lock open. Opened it to
see a disheveled business suit and a very tired looking face.

“I…” he began.

Myles went back to wrap up an old photograph
in a sweater.

Dirk tried again. “I don’t know what to
say.”

“Nothing to say.”

“What can I… we… do to fix this?”

Myles sighed. “It can’t be fixed. I’m sorry
that you’re going to have a harder time holding on to this place.
But I can’t be here anymore. This was supposed to be temporary
anyway.”

The wince said a lot. “Four years…”

“Yeah.” They had shared a lot of beer over
that time. Back yard barbecues. Indoor golf. He and Dirk weren’t
really close. Not brothers kind of close. Buddies. And that had
been good enough for both of them.

“You need help with anything?”

“A hand with the mattress would be
appreciated.”

“Sure.”

Dirk didn’t stop with the mattress. He helped
load all the boxes and the dresser, too.

Myles said, “If you don’t mind, I’ll sleep on
the couch tonight. Leave in the morning. There’s still some things
I have to get from around the house.”

“Fine.” The other man was clearly torn in
two. “I have to be out early. Business meeting.”

He stepped forward for a goodbye shake.
“Thanks for letting me stay as long as I have, Dirk. Mave may or
may not know this yet, but both the Army and the Guard have been
all through the storage locker. I signed a consent form. Otherwise,
this would have dragged on for months. You may want to get your
things out. That back room will save you in storage fees. Or sell
the stuff in there. Get a good buffer for you and Mave.”

Dirk shook his head, first in protest and
anger, then in disgust. He obviously had already put together what
this could cost his business. Rollins was as helpless as everyone
else sucked into Mindy’s selfish actions. “Thanks for letting me
know.”

“I’ll be as quiet as I can.”

Dirk nodded one last time, still unsure of
what to do.

“Go to bed. Get some rest.”

 


CHAPTER
4

 [1] 01/23 A Clear Morning.

Thursday morning dawned with clear, pale
wintry-blue skies.

He had slept poorly. Constantly waking to
wonder if Mave was going to be standing over him. Elizabet. She
would be there. At the locker. Picking through, for the final time,
the remnants of her childhood. It was going to be hard for both of
them.

There was a lot to do before he could meet
her. None of it stopped him from choking up repeatedly as he made
arrangements for a dumpster at the locker and another at Dev’s
Auction House.

By eight thirty, he had a third cup of coffee
in his hands, some spare parts, and a bulls-eye targeted on the
storage facility.

Elizabet was chatting with Jack when he
pulled up next to a large black truck.

Chief Kearney greeted him with a nod.

Myles was shocked. “What are you doing
here?”

An eyebrow was raised in his direction.
“First, I have a list of things Oak cleared you to take today.”

“And you’re here to make sure I don’t take
anything else?”

“No. I’m here to help you move it.”

“Oh.”

A grin quirked on Jordan’s face.

“Da?” Elizabet was standing behind him,
swathed in a pretty, light blue coat, heavy scarf, and gloves.

Myles turned. Tried to swallow the yell he
felt rising out of his chest. Somehow, he managed. “‘Bet.”

She gave him a huge bear hug. Into his chest,
she said, “I’m not ready to talk yet. But you shouldn’t be doing
this alone and I needed to be here.”

“Okay.” It was going to have to do.

Kearney smiled as the garage door opened.
“Look, Elizabet. Real furniture. You didn’t tell me.”

She grinned. “Not mine. My mom’s.”

Myles said, “You can have it, if you want.
All of it.”

She shook her head. “No. This brings back too
many memories. It’s good we’re doing this. Just sucks for the
reason why. You really lost your job, Da? I thought Felmar liked
you.”

“He does, honey. Mindy’s actions are going to
stick to us like baby sh… poop for a while. We’re all going to pay
for it. One way or another. But you don’t want to talk about that,
so let’s get on with this. You want the couch?”

“No.”

It was tough, pulling their things out for
the second time. In the cold. He was grudgingly grateful to have
Kearney there. His own body was sore from several hours of hauling
and packing. With little sleep.

They were still separating boxes when Ross
showed up with a cargo van, pulling around the half full
dumpster.

“Afternoon.”

“Hi, Ross. This is my daughter, Elizabet.
Her… boyfriend, Jordan.”

“We’re almost done here. That stack is what
we are keeping. Anything else outside is up for grabs.”

“Okay.”

By two-thirty, he was bushed. Elizabet had
wanted a dresser and some of her childhood things. Strangely
enough, her bike was one of them.

Ross offered him twenty five grand for the
lot. Myles chuckled to himself. The hutch would get the most
attention. It had been old when Rita had inherited it. She had
hated the thing.

They haggled over price and taxes. Finally,
Ross agreed to take the motley of household goods in exchange for
money off the trailer.

“Trailer?” Elizabet asked, as Ross drove off
with their things.

“I thought about you, when you got that
little apartment. I don’t think I would make enough to afford even
that place and the money I’ve got left from the house will only
last a short time.” He looked into her eyes full of despair.

“I made you sell that house.”

“For a good reason. It hasn’t been that bad,
living with Mave and Dirk. I’ve been able to live some sort of
life. But it wasn’t my life. It was Mave’s.” He barked a short
laugh. “I haven’t been able to tinker with anything in all this
time.”

She grinned. Wobbly. “You and your
gadgets.”

“It won’t be so bad. I can fix up the
trailer. Get some odd jobs, here and there. Maybe make a few things
to sell and supplement what I’ve got left. Go be that mad tinker
your mom used to call me.”

She laughed on a sob. “Will… will you come to
dinner tonight?”

“Can’t, baby. I need to find a place to
sleep, then start ripping up the trailer so I can stop paying for
hotel fees. Find some carpet and wood.”

Jordan stepped up behind his daughter. “I’d
offer you the farmstead, but the Guard will be there for
months.”

“And Mindy is there. I won’t go back.”

“There is space, behind the Co-op where you
can park. Get yourself started. Once the Guard are gone, you can
live at the Farm.”

He had not been expecting kindness from
Jordan Kearney. “Thank you. If I can pass a light inspection
tomorrow, I may be up for dinner. If not, Sunday. Will that
do?”

“Okay, Da.”

He wrapped his arms around her. Held her
close. Whispered, “I am so sorry. I couldn’t hear you. There are
things you need to know. But only when you’re ready.”

She nodded. Snuffling. “Second Love
Boutiques. They have a lot of good deals.”

Louder, he said, “Go on. There’s only a
couple of hours of daylight left.”

 


[2] 01/23 A Trying
Evening.

With the locker mostly empty, he decided to
put the few remaining possessions he had back inside. It was time
to













CHAPTER
5

 [1] 01/24 Second Hands.


















[2] 01/24 Country
Roads.







































































[3] 01/24
Hook-up.
































































[4] 01/24 Sticker
Shock.






































































CHAPTER
6

 [1] 01/25 Waking up to Frost.


















[2] 01/25 Waking up
to Noise.




















[3] 01/25
Scraps.





























































[4] 01/25
Underfloor.





[5] 01/25 Puffs of
Breath.
















































[6] 01/25 Night
Bag.




















CHAPTER
7

 [1] 01/26 Cold Stones.
























































[2] 01/26 Scrap
Yard.












[3] 01/26
Special.











































[4] 01/26
Trade.


















[5] 01/26 Not
Tofu.










[6] 01/26 Vapor
Wrap.







































































[7] 01/27
Mash.
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